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Influencing the ‘infodemic’: 
how wellness became weaponised during the pandemic. 
 
Dr Stephanie Alice Baker 
 
 
The ubiquity of smart phones and social media have been credited with democratising 
health and wellness by increasing public access to health information and affording users 
a voice to communicate about these concerns. While the digitisation of wellness culture 
can be empowering by providing individuals with a sense of agency and an alternative to 
mainstream science and medicine, wellness culture has also contributed to the spread of 
misinformation and disinformation online.  
 
In this paper, I explore how wellness culture has been weaponised on social media in the 
context of COVID-19. I discuss how wellness influencers – and the self-branding 
techniques upon which their influence is established – have been deployed by a new type 
of celebrity during the pandemic, contributing to the spread of false and misleading 
narratives, conspiratorial thinking and political extremism. While wellness culture is 
characterised by personalised solutions, independent thinking, truth–seeking and 
alternative beliefs and practices, I contend that it is these very preoccupations that facilitate 







Good morning (or evening depending on where you are watching from). Firstly, I would 
like to thank the organisers of the conference for the invitation to speak today. It’s a 
pleasure to be able to contribute to such a timely discussion and I look forward to hearing 
the rest of your papers. 
 
My research examines how people connect and communicate online and contribute to 
collective narratives on social media. For the last 6 years I’ve been exploring these topics 
in relation to health, wellness and misinformation. 
 
Today, I will be discussing wellness culture and influencers in the context of COVID-19 
and how wellness has become “weaponised” during the pandemic.  
 
I will be exploring how wellness influencers have contributed the spread of mis–and 
disinformation about the virus, as well as a topic that has received less scholarly attention: 
namely, the techniques deployed by internet users to achieve celebrity and influence 
online in the context of the pandemic.  
 
2. What is wellness and wellness culture?  
 
Wellness has become synonymous with yoga, meditation and other forms of self-care. 
Emerging during the late-50s and 60s, the wellness movement was conceived as a counter 
culture to mainstream science and medicine. On the left, is an image of the medical 
practitioner, Halbert Dunn, who is often referred to as the “father of wellness”. Dunn 
published the book, ‘High-Level Wellness’ in 1961. He conceived of wellness not as the 
absence of disease, but as "a condition of change in which the individual moves forward, 
climbing towards a higher potential of functioning". This framing of wellness in terms of 
human potentiality respected the “uniqueness” of individuals; it also introduced a new 
vocabulary around health. In his texts, Dunn used terms that have come to characterise 
popular vocabularies around wellness. He spoke of “energy”, “inner and outer worlds” and 
“self-integration”, endorsing a holistic understanding of health that included not only on 
the connection of mind and body but also “spirit”.  
 
While wellness was originally promoted as an alternative means to generate health and 
well-being, the 'wellness movement' coalesced with consumer culture and has been 
commercialised to such an extent that the term is now synonymous with an industry of 
exclusive products and services. For many, the term connotes images of affluence and 
luxury signified by the Hollywood actress, turned lifestyle guru, Gwyneth Paltrow, whose 
lifestyle site, goop, features a series of blog posts and exclusive products targeted at 
aspirational, middle class consumers. With Paltrow’s recent “wellness gift guide” featuring 
a fitness gift set – including cashmere yoga socks, a cashmere meditation mat and a 
cashmere water bottle carrier –priced at $7770, it is no surprise that the wellness industry 
has been criticised as self-indulgent. When wellness is only accessible to those who can 
afford it, the movement can leave people behind. 
 
3.  Wellness as a collective endeavour  
 
While wellness culture has become synonymous with affluence and individual 
responsibility, at the outset of the pandemic we saw a general shift away from wellness 
culture’s preoccupation with the individual consumer with wellness reconceptualised as a 
social problem that required a collective solution. This shift was evident not only in the 
renewed interest in science and medicine as a collaborative endeavour, it was apparent on 
social media where many of those who wield influence in the wellness sphere shifted their 
focus away from beauty, fitness and health optimisation to disease prevention. In South 
Korea, for example, beauty bloggers used their influence on social media to educate their 
followers about how to use a mask effectively. At the same time, Paltrow’s, lifestyle and 
wellness brand, goop, was criticised as “irresponsible” and “tone deaf” for advertising an 
expensive outfit on Instagram at the outset of the health crisis, prompting the company to 
delete the post shortly after.   
 
While the individualist, consumer ethos that underpins Instagram's lifestyle and wellness 
community is commonly subject to critique, during the pandemic there were multiple 
examples of celebrities using their influence to persuade their followers to wear a mask and 
#stayhome for the benefit of Society. The mask became a symbol not of individual 
protection, but altruism and social responsibility: encapsulated by the slogan: “my mask 
protects you. Your mask protects me”. It is important to highlight the broad representation 
of wellness on social media during the pandemic because it is all too easy in our criticism 
of the wellness industry and celebrity society to overlook the power of internet celebrities 
to encourage followers – particularly younger generations – to adhere to public health 
messaging. However, while the digitisation of wellness culture can be empowering by 
providing individuals with a sense of agency and an alternative to mainstream science and 
medicine, wellness culture has also contributed to the spread of mis– and disinformation 
about the novel coronavirus. 
 
4. Celebrity misinformation 
 
It was only two weeks ago that Kourtney Kardashian, the US reality television star and 
founder of the lifestyle brand, Poosh, shared the following Instagram story with her 
followers. The post on the right suggests that the blue masks pictured are carcinogenic 
leading to a long list of of health risks: including breast tumours, thyroid disease and 
preeclampsia. Misleading posts of this kind are important for several reasons: not only does 
Kardashian have an audience on Instagram comprised of over 103 million followers, she is 
the founder of the lifestyle brand, Poosh, which, like goop, gives wellness advice to millions 
of consumers. While Kardashian’s post may appear to be an isolated example of 
misinformation, in the remainder of the presentation I will demonstrate the systematic way 
that wellness has been used to spread misinformation during the pandemic. 
 
5. What is misinformation and disinformation? 
 
Before I discuss the ways in which wellness influencers have contributed to the spread of 
misinformation and disinformation about COVID-19, a brief note on terminology: 
 
• Misinformation = false or misleading information believed to be true. 
 
• Disinformation = false and misleading information intended to deceive and cause 
harm. Intention is key. Disinformation campaigns can occur at the individual level 
or as a strategic, coordinated effort when a crisis is used to exploit certain individuals 
and communities. 
 
6. Common examples of mis/disinformation in the context of COVID-19 
 
During the pandemic, social media has been used to disseminate a series of false and 
misleading claims about the origin, transmission and alleged treatments for the virus.  
 
These range from relatively innocuous claims advocating certain diets and immune 
“boosting” strategies, to misleading advice about how the virus spreads (e.g. including the 
5G conspiracy theories depicted on the right), as well as the promotion of fraudulent 
products and services, and politically motivated attacks on specific ethnic groups, 
politicians, governments and other public authorities. In the lead up to a potential vaccine 
for COVID-19, science communicators and public funders associated with vaccine 
development are increasingly subject to false and misleading accusations designed to 
undermine their credibility.  
 
7. Bill Gates 
 
Take, for example, Bill Gates, the co-founder of Microsoft and billionaire philanthropist, 
whose Foundation has pledged $1.6billion to fund an effective vaccine for COVID-19.  
 
Unsurprisingly, Gates has been subject to multiple forms of mis–and disinformation. These 
include claims that he: 
• 1) created the virus,  
• 2) patented the virus to profit from it financially,  
• 3) aims to make the coronavirus vaccine mandatory,  
• 4) and uses vaccines to control the population through both the use of unsafe 
vaccines on children in the developing world or via microchips implanted into 
citizens as a means of surveillance.  
 
Some of these claims are genuinely believed to be true, while others are intended to deceive 
and cause harm. 
 
Importantly, this example shows that even for a single topic, conspiracy theories are 
manifold. It doesn’t matter that these competing, often contradictory, narratives have been 
debunked and disproven. They are not merely designed to persuade people to believe a 
certain narrative; to be effective they merely need to foster fear, uncertainty and doubt.  
 
8. Who produces it? 
 
The majority of misinformation is produced and disseminated by ordinary users. 
Misinformation is also disseminated by public figures and monetised accounts: seeking to 
profit from misinformation, through products, services and advertising revenue. 
These categories are not always mutually exclusive. During the pandemic, there have been 
numerous public figures attempting to profit from the virus. The top, left image is of US 
Pastor, Jim Bakker, who was sued for selling 'Silver Solution' as a cure for COVID-19. The 
top, right image features the US media personality and host of InfoWars, Alex Jones, who 
received an official warning from the FDA for selling ‘Unapproved and Misbranded 
Products Related COVID-19’, such as ‘SuperSilver Whitening Toothpaste’. The bottom, 
right image depicts the Australian celebrity chef, Pete Evans, who was fined $25,200AUD 
by the Therapeutic Goods Association for COVID-19 advertising breaches for selling a 'Bio 
Charger' priced at almost $15,000, which he claimed was "programmed with a thousand 
different recipes” including a couple for the "Wuhan coronavirus". 
 
9. How does it spread? Who shares it and why? 
 
Misinformation and disinformation flourish during times of crisis and uncertainty. 
 
To be effective, it needs not only to be created and shared but amplified by influencers, 
public figures and the mainstream media. 
 
While the examples previously discussed demonstrate how public figures have used their 
influence to promote fraudulent wellness products to treat the novel coronavirus, during 
the pandemic we have seen many high-profile wellness influencers amplify rather than 
create original content. 
 
10. Case study: COVID-19 conspiracy theory video, Plandemic 
 
In the first part of this presentation, I will demonstrate how wellness influencers have 
contributed to the spread of mis– and disinformation during the pandemic by exploring 
their role in the viral spread of the conspiracy theory video, Plandemic. 
 
Plandemic is a 26-minute conspiracy theory film. The film promotes numerous false and 
unproven claims about COVID-19 that contradicts advice from medical professionals and 
government healthcare agencies.  
 
Released on social media on 4 May, the video went viral in the first few days of its release 
acquiring over 8 million views.  
 
I conducted a study to examine how influencers contributed to its viral spread on Twitter. 
As part of this study, I scraped and analysed 30,815 tweets aggregated under the #plandemic 
hashtag. The sample was collected from 7 May when the #Plandemic hashtag was created 
until 30 June 2020.  
 
This analysis revealed the main claims and sources of misinformation responsible for the 
viral spread of the film.  
 
11. Sources of content creation 
 
This table lists the accounts that tweeted most frequently using the hashtag. Of the 30,815 
tweets collected, 12,978 originated from unique Twitter accounts. Within this sample the 
accounts using the hashtag most frequently were ordinary users with relatively small 
followings. If you look at the cells highlighted in blue, you will notice that several of these 
accounts are relatively new, emerging close to the film’s publication on social media on the 
4 May, indicating strategic intent to promote the film and to endorse the narrative that the 
pandemic is a hoax. Those cells highlighted in red were accounts that contained an explicit 
affiliation to Trump and Republican politics in the user’s bio.  
 
12. Political agenda 
 
This slide includes a table listing the terms that featured most frequently in the bios of 
those Twitter accounts using the #Plandemic hashtag. As you can see by the cells 
highlighted in red, many of these accounts had an explicit political agenda with pro-Trump 
groups, MAGA and QAnon, dominating the hashtag.  
 
13. Common false and misleading claims 
 
The most salient claims tweeted using the hashtag fell into 4 main categories. The majority 
involved Deep State conspiracy theories that the pandemic is a hoax designed to control 
the population. Claims also included politically motivated attacks on politicians and 
governments, mostly directed towards US Democrats, mis and disinformation regarding 
vaccines and critiques debunking the film by journalists, scientists and medical 
professionals. 
 
While there is some cross over between these categories, many accounts promoted 
different narratives.  
 
These competing, often contradictory, posts do not undermine the #Plandemic narrative 
because they were bound by a common ideology regarding their collective distrust in 
institutional authority: mainstream politics, media, science and medicine. 
 
14. Sources of amplification 
 
While most of the tweets aggregated under the hashtag were posted by ordinary users, 
those tweets with the greatest level of engagement (>100 retweets) were posted by micro-
celebrities and influencers with large online followings. 
 
• 56% of tweets in the sub-sample (with >100 retweets) were spread by influencers 
with over 30,000 followers (which the the UK's Advertising Standards Agency 
considers to be a celebrity). 
• 19% were posted by users with verified accounts.  
• Only 3% were posted by users with less than 1000 followers. 
 
What this demonstrates is the role of influencers in amplifying misinformation. On the 
left, we have a tweet promoting the film posted by Jordan Sather, a conservative influencer 
with over 157,000 twitter followers. The tweet was retweeted 1500 times. On the right is 
a tweet posted by the conservative blogger, Michelle Malkin, in which she shared an 
interview featuring the film’s protagonist – Dr Judy Mikovits – with her 2.2 million twitter 
followers. The tweet was retweeted 3400. Most of these influencers are associated with the 
pro-Trump communities and conspiracy groups, QAnon or MAGA, and use associated, pro-
Trump hashtags to further amplify their message.  
 
15. Moving beyond the margins 
 
Despite QAnon conspiracy theorists dominating the hashtag, there were numerous 
examples of influential mainstream users promoting the video, including politicians and 
wellness influencers. The top image is a screen shot of Carmella Rose’s Instagram profile. 
Carmella Rose is a lifestyle influencer with 2.3 million followers on Instagram. On the 12 
May, she shared the Plandemic film on Instagram stories and encouraged her followers to 
watch it: "Everyone needs to check out this video," she wrote. "It keeps getting taken off of 
YouTube and Facebook when getting millions of views, time to wake up”. The bottom 
image is a screen shot of Rebecca Pfeiffer’s Instagram profile. Rebecca Pfeiffer (referred to 
as @luvBec), is another US based lifestyle influencer with over 101,000 followers on 
Instagram, who shared the film with her followers. Her profile is comprised of those posts 
that have come to characterise lifestyle influencers – images of her children, home 
renovations and fashion promoting major brands such as Walmart, Nodstrom and others 
through the affiliate link ‘Like to Know’ – alongside posts endorsing QAnon and Plandemic 
conspiracy theories. If you look closely at the story highlights at the bottom of her profile, 
you will notice that 4 of the 6 featured are dedicated to QAnon. The others feature recent 
posts and fashion posts promoting the yoga apparel brand, Lululemon. 
 
16. QAnon & the Wellness Community  
 
The association between QAnon and the wellness community became so great that leading 
figures from the wellness community recently took a public stand to distance themselves 
from the conspiracy theory group. On the left we have an image of the internationally 
renowned yoga teacher, Sean Corn. Corn is an influential member of the wellness 
community with over 109,000 followers on Instagram and a strong global following. On 
the right is a joint statement she released on Instagram on 13 September in collaboration 
with other leaders in the wellness community distancing the wellness community from 
QAnon. But how did QAnon, which originated as a far-right, fringe phenomenon, 
populated by pro-Trump, conspiracy theorists infiltrate the wellness community? Why 
were wellness practitioners, those whom we typically associate with liberal beliefs and 
practices, spreading far-right extremism during the pandemic? 
 
For many, it will appear odd that wellness groups and Pro-Trump conspiracy theory 
accounts have been working together during the pandemic to amplify a common narrative 
on social media. Given the wellness movement’s association with the counter culture of 
the 60s, one would expect wellness practitioners to hold more progressive, liberal beliefs. 
However, the link is not altogether surprising. You see a similar convergence between 
these groups when examining 5G and anti-vaccine narratives on social media. 
 
17. Cross pollination: 5G and anti-vaccine groups 
 
At the top, is a screenshot of Therese Kerr’s Instagram profile. The self-proclaimed 
Wellness Advocate, Speaker & Co-Founder of TheDivineCompany, has shared her fears on 
Instagram that Bill Gates and Fauci plan to run a ‘Brave New World’, claiming that Gates 
wants to vaccinate people with microchips for surveillance and transhumanism using #5G. 
Claims of this kind feature on her Instagram profile alongside posts featuring empowering 
quotes by Ram Dass and photographs of salad bowls. Kerr’s endorsement of these 
conspiracy theories is significant. She is not only the mother of the Supermodel, Miranda 
Kerr, she was the former CEO of Kerr’s “natural” skincare brand Kora Organics. 
 
Below is a screen shot of Janny Organically’s Instagram profile – a wellness influencer with 
87,000 followers on Instagram, who has shared numerous posts during the pandemic 
critiquing vaccines. The display name featured above her bio – ‘The Reflexive Contrarian’ 
– together with the images featured on her profile provides insight into some of the reasons 
why QAnon has been able to infiltrate the wellness community.  
 
Wellness bloggers may not share their right-wing extremism, but both groups are bound 
by a common ideology and distrust of institutional authority – the government, Big Pharma 
and the vaccine industry – which they see as promoting compliance, obedience and 
surveillance. Many have genuine concerns about authoritarian control and fears about the 
government’s attempt to curtail civil liberties via mandatory vaccine programmes, 
lockdowns and mask wearing. In this regard, wellness has been weaponised: manipulating 
a community bound by genuine fears and concerns by using those susceptible to 
misinformation to spread and amplify conspiratorial thinking and extremist views. 
 
18. Constructing an influencer  
 
This slide features an image of Zach Vorhies, a former software engineer at YouTube and 
Google, who actively promoted the film Plandemic by crowd funding and disseminating 
the film on social media. Most research examining the viral spread of the film has focused 
on this process of amplification exploring the role of political and wellness influencers, 
together with natural health and anti-vaccine groups, to amplify the film’s reach on social 
media.  
 
Despite the role of key influencers to amplify a narrative, what I seek to demonstrate in 
the remainder of this presentation is how certain online users, such as Judy Mikovits, who 
has over 180,000 followers on Twitter, have exploited the pandemic to self-brand as 
influencers.  
 
Social media not only amplifies content at an unprecedented speed and scale, it also enables 
users to monetise their content via self-branding.  
 
It is no coincidence that Mikovits’ Twitter account and the release of the film Plandemic 
coincided with the release of her book – Plague of Corruption – which reached #1 on 
Amazon charts and became a New York Times Bestseller. Mikovits’ success is not merely 




Self-branding is the idea of turning yourself into a brand. It is the practice of marketing 
oneself as a commodity to be sold to others. 
 
Although the concept has featured in business literature since the 1920s, it was popularised 
by Tom Peters in 1997 in an article published in the American business magazine, Fast 
Company. In the article entitled, ‘The Brand Called You!” Peters claimed:  
 
“We are CEOs of our own companies: Me Inc. To be in business today, our 
most important job is to be head marketer of the brand called You” (Peters, 
1997).  
 
The term has since experienced a resurgence in business and marketing literature and been 
used to describe the branding techniques used by individuals to cultivate a large audience 
on social media for social and economic gain. 
 
It what follows I will describe the key tactics and techniques used by individuals to self-
brand as influencers during the pandemic. 
 
20. 1st technique: Micro-celebrity 
 
Micro-celebrity refers to:  
 
‘A new style of online performance that involves people “amping up” their 
popularity over the Web using technologies like video, blogs and social 
networking sites’ (Senft 2008: 25). 
 
The term was coined by Theresa Senft in her analysis of Camgirls – women who achieve 
fame online by broadcasting themselves via webcams to public audiences.  
 
The internet affords users the ability to achieve micro-celebrity to a niche community of 
followers with visibility achieved through self-broadcasting primarily on social media. 
 
Micro-celebrity is not merely a noun used to describe those upon whom we bestow status, 
it is a verb used to describe the practices through which intimacy and connection is 
achieved with online audiences. 
 
21. Belle Gibson 
 
I began researching micro-celebrities in 2015. My colleague, Chris Rojek, and I were 
motivated to explore the topic as a result of the Belle Gibson scandal. 
 
Former micro-celebrity and “wellness guru”, Belle Gibson first caught public attention after 
claiming she cured herself of terminal brain cancer by rejecting conventional cancer 
treatments in favour of natural remedies and a healthy diet.  
 
Gibson’s story was documented on a blog and social media, which became the basis for a 
successful book and app, featuring lifestyle advice and healthy recipes. Her narrative of 
self-healing was legitimised by the visual images she shared online as well as her 
partnership with the companies, Apple and Penguin. 
 
In 2015, Gibson was exposed as a fraud. It was revealed that she never had cancer and failed 
to donate the proceeds from her app to charity, as promised.  
 
Beyond the psychological factors motivating Gibson’s lies, we were interested in exploring 
the conditions that enable lifestyle gurus to flourish. 
 
22. Lifestyle Gurus  
 
In Lifestyle Gurus we focused on two aspects that enable LGs to achieve authority and 
influence online:  
 
1) A low trust society characterised by distrust of authority and mainstream institutions, 
often caused by legitimate grievances involving corruption, lobbying and wrong doing. 
When a low trust society is coupled with a period of uncertainty where an individual 
is concerned about their wellbeing or those that they love, it provides the impetus for 
individuals to conduct their own research rather than adhere to the advice of 
authorities. 
 
2) Self-presentation techniques used to achieve status and attention online.  
 
Lifestyle gurus exploit this climate of distrust and the individual’s fears and vulnerabilities 
by using a series of techniques to earn trust and facilitate intimacy with their followers. 
These include: 
 
• promoting a carefully constructed persona that is not only aspirational, but relatable 
and accessible to their followers. 
• A compelling heroic narrative of self-transformation from a state of pain and misery 
to one of attainment and well-being. 
• Attractive images and videos to verify their claims and highlight who you could be 
if you were to purchase their products and services. 
• Metrics in the form of ‘likes’, shares, comments and follower counts to provide 
credibility by signifying status and influence online. 
 
Just as the internet was accompanied by the utopian discourse of ‘democratic participation’, 
by virtue of using social media technologies widely accessible to the public, lifestyle gurus 
present themselves as ordinary users, “friends” and equals with their followers, who occupy 
the same online spaces.  
 
The very fact that these influential figures build their followings online, in contrast to the 
mainstream media, feeds into their performative displays of “authenticity” and their 
perception of being “outside of the system”, both of which are instrumental in their 
appearance as a trustworthy and credible alternative to institutional authority. 
 
During the pandemic I noticed a striking parallel whereby savvy online users were using 
micro-celebrity practices to promote conspiracy theories and extremism. I began to notice 
commonalities between the communicative strategies these conspiracy theorists employed 
to build and sustain an online following.  
 
Like the lifestyle gurus that dominate the health and wellness sphere online, these 
individuals were exploiting collective fears and distrust of authority during the pandemic 
to achieve status and influence online.  
 
23. Judy Mikovits 
 
Take, for example, the former American research scientist, Judy Mikovits, protagonist of 
the conspiracy theory film: Plandemic. Several weeks before the film was released, 
Mikovits created a Twitter account. Her account re-tweets controversial claims about 
vaccines in conjunction with personalised messages to her followers. One of the 
affordances enabled by the shift from broadcast to participatory media is the capacity for 
micro-celebrities to establish direct relationships with followers. Instead of being mediated 
by a journalist or an editor, individual users can communicate directly with their followers, 
which gives the impression of accessibility and creates a feeling of intimate connection 
whether this communication is reciprocated or not. As demonstrated by the tweets on this 
slide, Mikovits addresses her followers as her “Twitter family”. There’s reference to “My 
Fam”, “folks”, “peeps”, “us” and “we”, the use of inclusive pronouns bringing her audience 
into being as a united team in their collective fight for justice. In addition to promoting 
anti-vaccine posts and allegedly revealing the “Truth”, she encourages her followers to find 
“courage” and “strength” as though she were a supportive friend providing them with 
comfort. Signing off, “LOVE YOU ALL DEEPLY” in caps followed by a blue heart emoji. 
 
24. Para-social relationships 
 
This is an example of what Horton & Wohl termed para-social relationships. Coined in the 
mid-C20th, the term refers to the imaginary relationships that audiences form with figures 
transmitted to them through the mediums of radio, television and film. Consider, for 
example, the news anchors people would tune in to watch each night on television. This 
ritual, often experienced from the privacy of one’s home, would give the illusion of a face-
to-face relationship as if those one watched each evening were their peer when, in fact, 
these relationships were projections: non-dialogical and one-sided. 
 
Social media is particularly effective in establishing para-social relationships of trust and 
intimacy because these online spaces are structured as an exchange between equals. They 
dispense with the distance and hierarchy that typically separates the celebrity from their 
fans. Through direct modes of communication, they create the impression of accessibility. 
This mode of para-social interaction is evident on Judy Mikovits’ Twitter account. In 
addition to personalised language, she uses photographs and videos on social media to 
create intimacy with her followers: such as this screenshot of a video she shared on Twitter 
of her husband and her celebrating on the sofa after her book reached the NY Times Best 
Sellers list. Despite being highly curated, videos of this kind create a feeling of intimacy 
through the perception of “backstage access” to her personal life. 
 
25. 2nd technique: moral certainty 
 
Moral certainty refers to claims about the intentions and characters of actors that are so 
pronounced as to disallow reasonable doubt. 
 
On the left we have an image of David Icke. The former footballer and sports broadcaster 
has promoted fringe conspiracy theories since the 1990s, returning to prominence on social 
media during the pandemic. 
 
Icke was banned from Facebook and YouTube in May after publishing health 
misinformation, including claims 5G mobile phone networks are linked to the spread of 
the virus.  
 
Following this, Twitter became the main social media platform he used to build his online 
following. Icke reached 382,000 followers on Twitter, before he was eventually banned 
from the platform in November. 
 
Icke’s claims about COVID-19 adhere to a script of moral certainty. Icke has been a critic 
of the Government’s handling of the pandemic, including government lockdowns, 
mandatory mask wearing and social distancing measures. It is not sufficient to be a critic of 
the lockdowns on the basis of infringing civil liberties; Icke’s narrative assumes a moral 
undertone by claiming the pandemic is a hoax. In this narrative, Icke depicts himself as a 
“renegade”, fighting against what he refers to as an ‘Elite censorship operation’ (6 May 
2020).  
 
26. Icke’s tweets 
 
Here we have a sample of David Icke’s tweets. The words highlighted in bold representing 
the ways in which he describes his adversaries. 
 
The “elite Mafia”, as he calls them, includes government agencies, Big Tech and the media, 
especially the BBC. Fauci and Gates are also listed as villains ‘using COVID-19 to drive [a] 
hidden agenda’. 
 
27. Moral certainty – Plandemic 
 
We see something similar with the construction of Judy Mikovits’ persona on Twitter. 
Rather than highlighting her concerns about government lockdowns and vaccines, she 
claims that the pandemic was planned. Hence, the title of the film: Plandemic.  
 
Her story becomes a self-righteous attack on mainstream science and medicine in which 
she is depicted as a persecuted “whistleblower” seeking truth and justice by exposing evil 
villains, such as, the Director of the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases in 
the US, Dr Anthony Fauci. By casting the world into good and bad actors, Mikovits and her 
followers are depicted as the “GOOD GUYS” in the ‘fight against darkness’, which 
incidentally is the title of one of the chapters in her recent book: Plague of Corruption. 
 
28. Symbolic coding: purity and danger 
 
The process of symbolic coding that underpins this moral narrative includes both 
denotation and connotation, sign and symbol. Meaning is relational with heroic 
protagonists defined in relation to what they are not. Rather than errors of the past 
explained by ignorance, malice is attributed to what are perceived to be nefarious actors. It 
is a story of symbolic binaries: good and evil, purity and danger, right and wrong. There is 
an interesting parallel here with the ways in which lifestyle gurus construct their personas. 
While lifestyle gurus base their credentials on a heroic narrative of self-transformation 
from a state of pain and misery to one of success and well-being, conspiracy theorists are 
using the pandemic to depict their moral authority. Instead of extolling their virtues though 
clean eating and eschewing so-called “dirty” foods, their moral virtue is manifest in their 
war against the “Deep State” and other powerful elites, which is integrated into a 
compelling narrative of a heroic individual motivated to cleanse the world of injustice and 
evil. Just as today’s lifestyle gurus take “the decisive act” to “reset” their lives through a 
conscious reversal of negative thinking, those who have used the current pandemic to 
spread conspiratorial thinking commonly talk of “waking up” and being “red pilled” to 
describe their personal enlightenment – being “red pilled” a reference to the Matrix where 
the character Morpheus, depicted on the right, offers the character, Neo, a choice between 
two pills: the blue pill where ‘blind to the Truth’ you ‘believe whatever you want’ or the 
red pill where ‘you stay in Wonderland’ and see how ‘deep the rabbit-hole goes’. This 
metaphor implies that non-believers are asleep – referred to pejoratively as a herd of 
“sheep”, “normies” or “muggles”.  In this context, influencers spreading conspiracy theories 
often refer to themselves as ‘Truthers’ or ‘truth spreaders’ when they achieve an audience 
of over 100k followers with whom they seek to share the Truth.  
 
29. Technique 3 – coded language 
 
In their quest to promote moral certainty, many of these influencers strategically use coded 
language to evade content moderators and fact-checkers. While overtly false and harmful 
content is more straightforward for tech companies to remove, it is more difficult to 
moderate questions, anecdotal evidence, images and videos. 
 
These modes of communication – such as the meme featuring Bill Gates on the right – are 
successful not only because they evade fact-checkers but because through humour and 
satire they encourage online sharing. 
 
They don’t need to prove a certain claim by way of legitimate facts and long form 




One of the reasons that conspiracy theories like QAnon are so effective is because they 
involve a process of gamification. Akin to playing a game, individuals become invested in 
the story and are rewarded for actively detecting and decoding the symbols that comprise 
the narrative like pieces of a puzzle. By following calls to “do their own research” 
individuals are given a sense of agency, which is appealing during a time when many feel 
helpless, all the while being algorithmically steered on social media towards content and 
communities that reinforce their pre-existing beliefs and biases. The process of meaning 
making that underpins this moral certainty is absolute. Coincidences aren’t coincidences 
and even incongruous information or predictions that don’t turn out to be true are 
described as part of “the plan”. This moral certainty pervades the narratives promoted by 
David Icke, QAnon, Judy Mikovits and the film: Plandemic. In addition to helping 
influencers build and sustain an online following, this certainty provides a sense control 
during a period of immense uncertainty: with followers regularly reminded to have faith 
and ‘trust the plan’. The irony is that in critiquing institutional authority, these micro-
celebrities often seek to become authorities, using performative displays of authenticity 
and intimacy on social media for authoritarian ends.  
 
31. Low trust society – so why does this matter? 
 
Authenticity is inexorably linked to trust. We live in a low trust society, characterised by 
the denigration of expertise and the eroding reputation of corporate institutions. Decline 
in institutional trust corresponds to our increasing trust in individuals, which can be 
employed by those who seek to capitalise on a culture of distrust to establish influence 
online and further undermine trust in public authorities.  
Displays of authenticity online act as evidence that the individual we encounter online is 
genuine and can be trusted. Whereas celebrity conventionally implied distance and 
hierarchical separation from their fans, the power of micro-celebrities is built on shared 
emotion and connection, the belief that they are one of “the people”. 
 
Through these techniques of micro-celebrity, moral certainty and coded language, users 
are not only misinformed many are radicalised into extremist views that compel them to 
commit violence. Take, for example, the Pizzagate conspiracy theory, which motivated a 
man to travel to a pizza restaurant in Washington DC in 2016 and open fire in the belief 
that he was saving children trapped in the pizza parlour, which he believed was a front for 
a paedophile ring involving Democratic political elites. The incident has been followed by 
a series of violent acts in the US and abroad (France, Italy, Germany and Britain) in the 
name of QAnon with the FBI identifying QAnon as a domestic terror threat. It’s easy to 
dismiss these incidents as fringe views held by a minority. Despite originating on the 
fringes of the internet – the message boards 4chan and 8chan – these narratives have 
permeated mainstream social media sites like Facebook, YouTube and Instagram. During 
the pandemic, 5G conspiracy theorists successfully used social media to call on their 
followers to damage 5G towers. In the UK alone, over 50 phone towers have been 
vandilised during the pandemic. The threat is not reduced to consuming a single piece of 
misinformation, the concern is how these posts work together to form a collective 
narrative.  
 
When people feel afraid and uncertain, and distrust institutional authorities, it is natural to 
start looking for answers. They are susceptible to fringe views that provide a compelling 
story and an identifiable enemy. The irony is that in encouraging people to conduct 
“independent research”, the goal is conformity. While the false and misleading claims that 
comprise the misinformation they espouse are manifold, there is no room for moral 
ambiguity. In this regard, wellness culture’s emphasis on personalised solutions, 
independent thinking, truth–seeking and alternative beliefs and practices has been 
weaponised to facilitate the very feelings of fear, uncertainty and doubt that the wellness 
movement originally sought to erode.  
